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Monographic Journal of the Near East 


Afroasiatic Linguistics 1/2 (January 1974) 


THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE ANOMALOUS SYRIAC VERB ESKA-H 'TO FIND’: 
A CASE OF CONVERGENT FACTORS IN LINGUISTIC CHANGE 


by 

Joseph L. Malone 

Barnard College and Columbia University 


The canonically anomalous shape of the Syriac verb e§kah 
'to find’ is shown to result from a convergence of diachronic 
pressures on an intersection of phonological weak spots and 
morphosyn tactic imbalance. The effect of the changes is a 
trade-off of morphosyntactic defectiveness for moderate 
phonological anomaly. The developmental hypothesis adopted 
underscores the importance both of multiple factors in dia- 
chronic change and of homeostasis in linguistic systems. 

1. Over a stretch of centuries roughly bisected by the start of the Christian Era, the North- 
western Semitic languages (including Aramaic, and hence also Syriac) were affected by a sound 
change labeled by Semitists attenuation ( Ve r d iinnung) , whereby pretonic short *a > i 
( > e in Eastern Aramaic, including Syriac). 1 Though there is substantial evidence for 
attenuation in all NW languages whose orthographies allow of pertinent phonological interpreta- 
tion, the domain of the change differed not only from language to language but also from 
dialect to dialect. 2 Moreover, attenuation was in every language severely restricted pursuant 
to morphological environment (again not identically from dialect to dialect), 3 whether as an 
original condition on the change, or due to subsequent analogical retrenchments or eclectic 
borrowing of the results of the original change. 


1 For general discussion of attenuation, cf. Brockelmann (1961:1, 146f). The limits of the 
chronology remain to be ascertained in a clear way: cf. the partially discrepant views of 
Bauer and Leander (1962a; §14x) vs. BergstrMsser (1962:1, §26c), and the possible key to the 
discrepancy suggested by Malone (1972:433b). For *i >e in EAram. , cf. Malone (1971:§2.2.8 
with note 34). Abbreviations in language names are Arab(ic), Aram(aic), Bab(ylonian), 
Bib(lical), C(hristian), E(astern), J(ewish), Mand(aic), Pal(estinian), Syr(iac), Talm(udic), and 
W(estern). 

3 E. g. Tiberian Hebrew favors attenuation more than Babylonian Hebrew (Bauer and Leander 
1962a; §14y). For a tabular synopsis of attenuation in some other Hebrew dialects as compared 
with Tiberian, cf. Malone (1972:433). 

3 Hebrew examples are listed in Malone (1972:433). Interlinguistically, contrast the attenuated 
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A factor favoring attenuation, at least for Syriac, was an immediately following sibilant, perhaps 
especially the palatal s (regressive assimilation): e. g. *tasmista > *ti_smist§ > tes- 
mesta 'service'. 1 Contrariwise, the causative-prefixal vowel a, though meeting the phonetic 
conditions for attenuation, was pervasively exempt from this change in Aramaic, 2 even in the 

optimal environment / s ; e.g. Syr. a si ah (/ §eslah) 3 'to lay bare', aSmST (/ 

§esmaV) 'to announce'. 

The only clearly attested instance in Syriac of attenuation of causative a is the verb eskah 
'to find'. 4 It will be the main goal of this paper to provide a rationale for this seemingly 
anomalous development. 


2. To appreciate the evolution of eskah here proposed, it will be necessary to view the 
phonology and morphosyntax of this verb against those of related Syriac forms, notably but not 
exclusively other verb forms. Note firstly Table 1, which exemplifies a cross-section of the 
typical Syriac strong verb. With regard to morphosyntactic oppositions, note the intersection 
of two parameters: causativity (left vs. right quadrants) and passivity (top vs. bottom quad- 
rants). 5 Illustrative semantic oppositions of a relatively transparent nature are suggested by 
the English glosses beneath the paradigms (e.g. simple-primary [qal] neslam 'to be com- 
pleted' vs. simple-causative [afel] naslem 'to complete' [analytically 'to cause to be com- 
pleted']); lacunae bespeak non-attestation, syntactic-semantic skewage, or specialization 
(idiomaticity) . 3 With regard to morphophonologic oppositions, note (i) the formal processes 
signalling the oppositions: prefixation (e.g. impf. n-, inf. m-, causative a-), suffixation 
(non-qal inf. -u) , and internal flexion (lexical roots [here -/mlk andVslm] interdigitated 
with grammatical vowel schemes [e.g. qal apar. § . . .e, ethpeel impa. a . . . 0); 7 (ii) the 


Hebrew causative prefix hi_- with its non-attenuated Common Aramaic cognate *ha- (~ *?a- 
> Syr. a-; cf. below). 

1 Brockelmann (1965: §58). 

2 However, possible cases of sporadic attenuation of the causative prefix are attested in several 
Aram, languages: cf. e.g. the orthographic forms C.Pal. (ykrz) 'er verkiindet' (Schulthess 
1965:63), Pal. Talm. (myigh) 'geruhend' (Dalman 1960:286f7 Bab. Talm. (?ypsyq) 'er 
unterbrach' (Margolis 1910:46), Mand. (?pra) 'it increased' (Drower and Macuch 1963; s. v. 
PRA I). All such cases should of course be taken with a grain of salt; at least some are 
doubtless errors or susceptible of some other explanation (e.g. Mand. (Tpra) is likely to be 
a prothesized qal; cf. §2 below). 

3 Since the asterisk (*)will be reserved to mark diachronically reconstructed forms, the section 
mark (§) is used to mark synchronically non-occurrent forms. Cf. Malone (1970:210 note 2). 

4 Noldeke (1904: §183). 

5 Omitted from this study is the parameter of intensity-factivity, involving the paradigms 
traditionally called pa el (simple) and ethpaal (passive). 

a It must be stressed that the degree of transparency illustrated by the exampes of Table 1 is 
not meant to be proportionally representative of the typical Syriac verb. Indeed, skewage and 
specialization are extremely common, witnessing the largely derivational (lexical) nature 
of this sort of verb opposition (that of the so-called binyans) within Syriac, in fact within 
the Semitic languages in general. For a brief survey of Semitic binyans, cf. Moscati et. al. 
(1964:122-131). 

7 Morphophonemic processes not germane to the discussion include postvocalic spirantalization 
(e.g. ne_0malex but eBmalk) and reflexive t + sibilant metathesis (e.g. nesUlem 
but nejhnelex). Note also the abbreviations impf. = imperfective, impa. = imperative, 
pf. = perfective, ppar. = passive participle, apar. = active participle, inf. = infinitive. 
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restriction of the residual opposition dynamic :neuter to the finite qal verb (specifically here, 2nd 
shematic o vs. a in the impf. /impa. , 2nd shematic a vs. e in the pf. ). 1 

Table 1 




PRIMARY 



CAUSATIVE 



qal (peal) 



afel 



(dynamic) 


(neuter) 


impf. 


nemlox 


neslam 

namlex naslem, etc . 

impa. 


ni 5 1 o x 


s slam 

} am 1 ex 

pf. 


mUax 


s slem 


ppar. 


m si fx 


v , ✓ 

s 9 1 1 m 

m a m 1 a x 

apar. 


mSlex 


s a 1 em 

mamlex 

inf. 


m e m 1 a x 


meslam 

mamlSxu 


(1) 

'to be king' 

( 3 ) 

'to be completed' (1) 'to make king' (3) 'to complete' 


( 2 ) 

'to promise' 

( 4 ) 

'to surrender’ 

(5) 'to transmit' 



ethpeel 



ettafal 

impf. 


n e 9 m ilex 


nest ilem, etc. 

nettamlax nettaslam, etc. 

impa. 


e 9 m a 1 k 



] ettam lax 

pf. 


e 9m ilex 



par. 


m e O m ilex 



mettamlax 

inf. 


me6m il&xu 



mettamlaxu 


(1) 

'to be promised' 

( 4 ) 

'to be 

(1) 'to be made king' (5) 'to be transmitted 


surrendered' 


X I have chosen the terms dynamicmeuter rather than the entirely inappropriate 
t r a n s i t i v e : in t r a n s i t i v e (Noldeke 1904:105f. Bauer and Leander 1962a:289, Wright 1967: 

30) or the misleading activeineuter (Duval 1881;176f, Brockelmann 1961:1, 505-508, Berg- 
strasser (1962,11,74-77). The latter pair of terms are susceptible of ambiguity in sharing one 
designation with the a c t i v e : pa s s i v e opposition, while t r an s i t i v e : in tr an s i t i v e are 
conventionally preempted for an entirely independent opposition. This latter point is best 
illustrated by a language where the dynamicmeuter distinction has not faded, like Classical 
Arabic; note e. g. dynamic-intransitive cahaba 'to go away', neuter -transitive sami^a 'to 
hear'; other examples for Arabic in Wright (loc. cit. ). A rather good characterization of the 
nature of the dynamicmeuter opposition is given by Brockelmann (1061:1500). It seems to me 
that a promising explication of this notion might be forthcoming in terms of the transformational 
framework outlined by Fillmore (1968), specifically in that dynamic verbs may be those whose 
surface subject derives from a deep noun phrase in the Agentive case, i.e. "the case of 
the typically animate perceived instigator of the action identified by the verb' (24). It is not 
clear to nie what Fillmorian subject-case correlations might be revealed bv neuter verbs, 
though the most likely candidates seem to be Dative ("the case of the animate being affected 
by the state or action identified by the verb" (24) ) and/or Objective ("conceivably . . . 
limited to things which are affected by the action or state identified by the verb .... not to be 
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Table 2 exemplifies a cross-section of the typical 3/H verb. , i. e. verbs whose third radical is 
a gutter al (h, h, ?) or r (traditional tertiae gutturalis verbs). Of particular relevance 
here is the regressive-assimilatory neutralization to a of the 2nd shematic, unconditionally in 
the case of e and tendentially in the case of o. 1 Note that this assimilation leads to the cate- 
gorical neutralization of some oppositions (impa, :pf. in the neuter qal, ppar. :apar. in the afel) 
and to the partial neutralization of others (dynamicmeuter, impa. :pf. in the dynamic qal). 3 


Table 2 

PRIMARY CAUSATIVE 




qal 


afel 




(dynamic) 

(neuter) 



s 

impf. 

neslo/ah 

nesmaT 

nas lah 

nasma^, etc. 

I 

M 

impa. 

solo/ah 




p 

pf. 

salah ^ 

S9m|? 

} aslah 


L 

ppar. 

selfh 

ssmf? 



Hi 

apar. 

sSlah 

s ama V 

} maslah 



inf. 

meslah 

m e s m a T 

m as la hu 




(1) 'to bare 

(3) 'to hear' 

(1) 'to lay bare' 

(3) 'to announce 1 



oneself' 






(2) 'to send' 






ethpeel 


ettafal 


p 

impf. 

n e s tsl ah 

nestsma?, etc. 

nettaslah 

nettahsar, et 

A 

c 

impa. 

estalh 




D 

s 

Pf. 

estelah 


} ettaslah 


I 

V 

par. 

m es tslah 


m ettaslah 


E 

inf. 

v . - 

mestslahu 


* 

mettaslahu 




(2) 'to be sent' 

(3) 'to be heard' 

(2) 'to be sent' 

(4) 'to be fined' 


confused with the notion of direct object. . ." (25)). To be sure, this hypothesis of mine can 
only be corroborated or put to rest by in-depth morphosyntactic studies of individual Semitic 
languages. 

1 Brockelmann (1965:36, 86f), Noldeke (1904:39, lllf). For metathesis in the ethpeel (nestollh 
etc.) cf. note 10. For the apparent semantic neutralization of the ethpeel: ettafal opposition 
in v s lk. cf. page 2, note 6. 

3 Just because of these neutralizations, the synchronic identification of 3/H verbs along some 
of these parameters requires perspicacity. E. g. with reference to the dynamicmeuters of 
Table 2, nesl£h can be morphophonologically classified as a dynamic verb (at least in gloss 
(1), 'to bare oneself') since the impf. and impa. alternants nesloh, seloh are impossible 
for neuter verbs. On the other hand, the synchronic classification of nesm£? as neuter is 
not possible on a solely morphophonologic basis. In either case, of course, the syntactic- 
semantic criteria suggested in note 11 could be called upon to whatever degree the dynamic; 
neuter opposition still maintained sway in non-neutralized verbs. This issue needn't be 
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Table 3 lists a cross-section of the qal paradigm for the high-frequency verb 'to drink'. This 
verb belongs to the gizra (morphophonemic class) traditionally called tertiae infirm ae, 
whose members show diphthongs or long vowels corresponding to 2nd shematic + 3rd radical in 
the strong verb (e.g. neste vis-a-vis nemlox, est£jr vis-a-vis mslox). 1 But what 
is of importance here is the fact that this verb evidences prothesis, eCC- in lieu of 
expected CsC- (thus estay vis-a-vis strong malox, estf vis-a-vis m£l_ax). While 
this is the only prothetic verb clearly attested for Syriac, the prothetic process itself was by 
no means extraneous to other areas of the language's morphology, and was particularly common 
preceding sibilant + stop clusters. 2 



Table 3 


qal 

impf. 

nestS 

impa. 

eStay 

pf. 

v , 

es ti 

ppar. 

(eStfe?) 

apar. 

s§ 6e 

inf. 

m es t£ 


'to drink 


3. With the patterns of Tables 1-3 in mind, the corresponding morphology of eskah may be 
considered in Table 4. With regard to morphophonology, note that (i) eskah is a typical 3/H 
verb in respect of its^2nd shematic a in the afel and ethpeel; cf. Table 2 and contrast Table 
1 (neskah like^naslah unlike namlex etc.); ( ii ) the qal ppar. sexih shows a pro- 
thetic alternant eskih (cf. Table 3, and note that sk instantiates the optimal sibilant + stop); 3 
(iii) as was discussed in §1, eskah is the only attested Syriac verb to undergo attenuation, 
and though only the afel is affected the change there is pervasive, effectively replacing the 
causative prefix a - by e - . 4 


decided in the present paper, as will become clear in §6 (ii ) , and it is adequate for the ta§k at 
hand to list nesmaT as a neuter verb on the basis of its cognates (e.g. Heb. pf. someaT 
impf. yismaT ; Arab. sami_?a, yasmaTu). 

^■Brockelmann (1965: §182), Noldeke (1904: §176). 

a Brockelmann (1965: §64), Noldeke (1904; §51). In Table 3 the expected ppar. form este does 
not seem to be attested, but this may be just an accidental lacuna in extant Syriac MSS. 

3 The diachronic (and synchronic [morphophonemic]) picture is not fully clear in all respects 
concerning alternations like saxfh ~ eskih, notably on whether (i) prothesis and hence the 
loss of a (or of its antecedent *a ) preceded spirantalization (cf. page 2, note 7) thus pre- 
serving the stop following s in eskih, or (ii) spirantalization preceded prothesis and *sx 
later despirantalized to sk. (ii) is more likely than (i), but the overall fabric of considera- 
tions is slippery and discussion would take us too far afield. For some relevant points, cf. 
Malone (1971; § §2. 2. 4 and 2.2.9; and notes 19, 36-39, 46 ibid.). For the st metathesis in the 
ethpeel, cf. page 2, note 7). 

4 The chronological order of the three changes implied by the morphophonologic points just dis- 
cussed is not important in this paper. In fact, for simplicity's sake a few other irrelevant 
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Table 4 


PRIMARY 


CAUSATIVE 




qal 



afel 


s 

impf. 

— 


neskah 

< 

*n a s k e h 

I 

impa. 

pf. 






M 

P 



} eskah 

< 

*a s k 6 h 

L 

E 

ppar. 

/ 

S 8X1 h 

~ eskih < *saxfh 

- - 





'found' 






apar. 

— 


meskah 

< 

*m askeh 


inf. 

— 


meskahu 

< 

y A / 

♦maskahu 





'to find' 






ethpeel 


ettafal 



P 

A 

S 

S 

I 

V 

E 


impf. 

nestsxah 

< 

*nestexeh 

impa. 

estaxh 

< 

*estaxh 

pf. 

estaxah 

< 

*e s t a x e h 

par. 

mestaxah 

< 

*m estaxeh 

inf. 

mestaxahu 

< 

*m es taxahu 


'to be found' 




4. With regard to morphosyntax, it will be noted that the paradigm of eskah is skewed in a 
particularly interesting way: the three ostensible defects in its morphologic array (no 
ettafal, no afel ppar. , qal only ppar. ) are in complementary distribution wijh respect to the 
syntactic oppositions. Thus syntactically the qal ppar. sex ft* ~ eskfh functions as the 
missing afel ppar., 1 and then the entire afel has as its syntactic passive not the formally 
expected ettafal, but rather the ethpeel. 2 Viewed compositely, these two complementations 
factor to one, and what emerges is a syntactically non-defective paradigm involving 


changes have been omitted and to that degree the starred forms of Table 4 are anachronistic; 
e. g. the assimilation stated as *e > a was probably *i > a since the assimilatory lowering 
to a almost certainly preceded the prosodically conditioned lowering *i > e (cf. Malone, 

197 1; § §2.2.6 and 2.2.8). 

l A likely residuum of the afel ppar. is meSkohS’ '(it is) possible'. Though mesksha' could 
formally just as well be interpreted as apar. , the ppar. hypothesis is more likely since (i) 
though Syriac also has active impersonals (Noldeke 1904: §254), the required semantic development 
seems in this case strained except on the basis of the kind of imperso/ial judged by Brockelmann 
(1961:11, §67d) as "dem Aram. . . . fremd"; (ii) the homorizous saxih ~ eskfh is synony- 
mously used (Payne Smith 1903: s.v. (sk^ah)), and is clearly passive in form. (cf. also the 
synonymous qal ppar. of ,/msy, masya). Whatever the voice of meskshS, its idiomatic 
specialization as a predicator of possibility minimizes its pertinence to the issue at hand. 

2 Cognates to ssxfh ~ eskfh seem to be United to the remaining two EAram. languages (Mand. 
((a)skih), Bab. Talm. (skyh>), while the afel:ethpeel skewage is present in most Aram, 
languages whose verb 'to find' is build on the root */§kh (note at least the following: from the 
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only one opposition, simple:passive. Morphologically, the simple forms (’to find') are those 
of the afel plus the qal ppar. , while the passive forms ('to be found') are those of the ethpeel. 
The question as to whether this simple:passive system is syntactically primary or causative is 
readily resoluble in favor of the primary interpretation on the basis of a number of interlocking 
considerations, the most straightforward of which being that eskah lacks a systematic 
counterpart 'to X' in relation to which eskah should function as 'to cause to X'. Hence 
syntactically eskah is reinterpretable as qal, rather than estsxah being reinterpreted as 
ettafal. 1 


5. The discussion of §4 defended the syntactic metanalysis of Syriac esk£h to a qal 
verb synchronically, but the full linguistic cogency of this metanalysis depends upon its concert 
with the verb's morphophonologic structure. If this structure had remained unambigu- 
ously afel, as in some other Aramaic languages with a similar morphosyntactic skewage (cf. 
page 6, note 2), the arguments for metanalysis would at best be inconclusive. In Syriac, 
however, the three phonetic changes leading to the morphophonologic properties of esk£h 
discussed in §3 convergently effected a reshaping of this verb which not only obscured its 


historical status 
causative prefix 
identification as 

as an afel in all five relevant subparadigms (by attenuation, replacing the 
a with the unique morph e) but, crucially, at the same time led to formal 
a qal in three of these five subparadigms (impf., impa., pf.); cf. Table 5. 



Table 5 



metanalyzed qal 

qal model 

impf. 

neskah 

3/H 

(Table 2) 

impa. 
pf. } 

eSkah 

3/H 

(Table 2), prothetic forms (Table 3) 

ppar. 

soxih ~ eSkih 

strong 

~ prothetic forms 

apar. 

meskSh 

none 


inf. 

meskahu 

none 



Imperial period [approx. 2nd half of 1st millenium B.C.], Bib. and Egyptian Aram [the 
3rd century B. C. Erech cuneiform tablet contains only one form, a clear afel impa. (aS-ka- 
hi-i); Gordon 1938]; from what might be called the Classical period [approx. 1st mil- 
lenium A. D. ], all EAram. [above] and, of WAram. , J. and C. Pal. [Samaritan seems to have 
a symmetrical afel:ettafal, but the root may not be a reflex of *Js k h ; cf. Ben-Hayyim apud 
Rosenthal 1967:II/s, p. 12 s.v. sqh]; in the Modern period, only Ma'lnla Aram, seems 
to continue a reflex of **Js k h , but with a morphology so mutated from earlier languages as to 
render its synchronic status quite problematic [Spitaler 1966: §152]). Tantalizingly, there seems 
to be no evidence of V§kh in the Old period (1st part of 1st millenium B. C.). Another 
aspect of the comparative spectrum will be briefly considered on page 9 , note 1. 

x The reinterpretation defended can be understood formally in terms of markedness theory, 
whereby ceteris paribus neutralization of an unmarked :marked opposition (here primary: causative 
resp. ) entails the emergence of the unmarked member (here primary). For a classical formu- 
lation of this principle, cf. Trubetzkoy (1958:73 [case 3a]); for current word in markedness 
theory, cf. Greenberg (1966). 
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These observations incidentally provide the answer of this paper to the problem posed in §1 : 
the missing condition for attenuation in eskah alone of afel verbs is that this verb was 
syntactically not afel but qal, and consequently the effect of attenuation dampened the 
synchronically inappropriate marking as afel and simultaneously enhanced the synchronically 
appropriate marking as qal. 1 The proposed metanalysis of eskah as qal receives strong 
independent support from the later formation of a new true causative, askah 'to cause to 
find'. 2 The historical stratification of this new paradigm is portrayed in Table 6. 


Table 6 


metanalyzed 

qal 

(Stratum 2) 

original 
ethpeel 
(Stratum 1) 


6. Though the main goal of this paper has been to explain the seeming exceptionality of atten- 
uation in eskah, it will have been implicitly clear throughout the discussion that this one 
change cannot be attributed any absolute primacy in the development. For in addition to the 
pretonic a and the skewed morphosyntactic distribution discussed in §4, at least three other 
morphophonologic circumstances contributed to the development. In approximate descending 
order of importance they are: (i) The first two radicals sk meet the optimal conditions^ for 
prothesis (sibilant + stop), and have the support of the high-frequency prothetic verb estf. 

If there had been no prothetic model verb, and/or if the first two radicals of *askeh had not 

been sibilant + stop, attenuated impa. /pf. eskah could hardly have been metanalyzed as qal. 

(ii) If *askeh had not had a 3/H and in consequence the assimilation *e > a (or *i > a ; 
page 5, note 4) had not taken place, the resulting impf. §neskeh and impa. /pf. §eskeh 
would evidence a 2nd shematic ablaut (impf. /impa. e: pf. e) unique for the qal, either dy- 
namic or neuter (cf. Table 1 for the typical oppositions o:a and a:e). 3 (iii) As discussed 

in §1, the fact that askeh has a may well have acted as a phonetic catalyst for attenua- 

tion in the first place. 4 


new 

afel 

(Stratum 3) 


l The somewhat different development tersely proposed by Schulthess (1965:28) for C. Pal. Aramaic 
(cf. page 9 , note 1 below) founders on the comparative evidence presented above on page 6, note 

2 to the effect that the ethpeel of V^kh seems clearly to date from Common Aramaic. In any 
event, the conditions he suggests for the development of the C. Pal ethpeel were clearly not 
present in Bib. Aram., which equally clearly had an ethpeel (hithpeel). 

2 Noldeke (1904:132). The question as to whether the new qal paradigm should be understood as 
dynamic or neuter (cf. page 3, note 1 and page 4, note 2) is likely to be meaningless, but note 
that (i) in terms of the discussion of page 3, note 1, 'finding* is more of a neuter than a dynam- 
ic concept (as opposed to the specific actions implementing or implemented by the 'finding' per 
se) ; and (ii) in the way of typological support, one of the commonest Classical Arabic verbs for 
'find' is the neuter-marked laqi_ya. 

3 Cf. Noldeke (1904:105f) for a brief survey of rarer ablaut alternations. 

4 It is possible that even more factors were involved; e. g. the support of the verbal noun sah&x£, 
built on a measure (l92a3) particularly common in derivatives from qal verbs (Noldeke 1904; 
§109). 
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If the complex of hypotheses set forth above is largely accurate, the development of Syriac 
eskah constitutes an Aramaic case history of convergent factors in linguistic change. 1 
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